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Abstract 
The use of mobile devices and social media technologies are becoming all-pervasive 
in society: they are both transformative and constant. The high levels of mobile device 
ownership and increased access to social media technologies enables the potential for 
‘anytime, anywhere’ cooperation and collaboration in education. While recent reports into 
emerging technologies in higher education predict an increase in the use of mobile devices 
and social media technologies (Horizon Report, 2013), there is a lack of theory-based 
research to indicate how these technologies can be most effectively harnessed to support and 
enhance student learning and what the impacts of these technologies are on both students and 
educators.  In response to the need to understand how these technologies can be better 
embraced within higher education, this study investigated how first year education students 
used mobile devices and social media technologies.  More specifically, the study identified 
how students spent most of their time when connected online with mobile devices and social 
media technologies and whether the online connected time engaged them in their learning or 
whether it was a distraction. 
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Introduction 
Over the last decade the Internet has evolved from being a tool used by a few 
dedicated educators to a tool used by the majority of educators, even if it is for the simple 
searching of information and resources.  Where it was once used in an ad-hoc manner, it has 
now become mainstream and compulsory in a large number of Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs) across Australia.  Its flexibility and access have been a driving force for its success in 
Higher Education (Allen & Seaman, 2007; Maguire, 2005), however, the nature of how the 
Internet is being used and expectations of users are rapidly changing.  All higher education 
institutions in Australia have embraced some form of e-learning; it has now become a core 
component of the education experience for many students and an ever-increasing combination 
of face-to-face learning and e-learning is now occurring (Borden, 2011; Keengwe & Kidd 
2010).  This learning, referred to as blended learning, uses technology to expand the physical 
boundaries of the classroom, providing access to learning content and resources and 
enhancing the instructor’s ability to receive feedback on learners’ progress (Klein, Noe, & 
Wang, 2006). However, to date, this has been mainly limited to Learning Management 
Systems (LMS) and their available inbuilt tools. Digital mobile devices and social media 
technologies (SMT) have the possibility to extend beyond these systems providing further 
opportunities for learning to both students and staff.  
 
There is an increased rate of digital device ownership in society, and consequently, 
this evolution of wirelessly connected mobile devices has driven even higher expectations for 
the use of ICT in education. There is a growing body of research in this area (see Gaskell & 
Mills, 2010; Goundar, 2011; McGarr, 2009; Tremblay, 2010 and Valk, 2010) that verifies this 
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uptake of digital device ownership in higher education.  There are a growing number of 
students embracing digital technologies and this offers an opportunity for educators to exploit 
this in their teaching.  Consequently, this is also seen as a natural progression in the use of 
students’ own technology within the learning environment and supports much of the work 
surrounding the concept of ‘bring your own technology’ (BYOT) (Nykvist, 2012). 
 
Mobile devices and social media technologies provided by the increased rate of digital 
device ownership extend the possibilities for harnessing online connections and communities 
to further enhance student learning. Social media technologies refer to both web-based and 
mobile applications (Davies et al., 2012) though there is often confusion around the 
terminology. This study focused on the combination of both mobile devices (e.g. smart 
phones and tablets) and social media technologies (e.g. Facebook, blogs, Instagram) and the 
inter-relationship of these technologies as they are used to connect with others and 
communicate online. Although some social media is certainly available from desktop 
computers as well as mobile devices, it is the image of the constantly connected student and 
teacher that was the subject of this study. 
 
There tends to be very few digital tools designed specifically for higher education 
(Laurillard, 2008) and a real disconnection has been identified between students’ playing (or 
interacting outside of formal education) and learning (Njenga & Fourie, 2010). Recent reports 
into emerging technologies in higher education predict an increase in the use of mobile 
devices and social media technologies (Horizon Report, 2013).  This is further supported by 
the growing usage of these technologies in general.  According to the Australian 
Communication and Media Authority (ACMA), “electronic media and communications 
activities take up around half of young people's total discretionary time” (ACMA, 2008, NP) 
while BECTA claims that “today’s students use technology (IM, Facebook, Flickr, Skype) to 
be constantly connected to friends, family, information and entertainment” (2008, 12). The 
National School Boards Association (NSBA, 2007), also noted that in their research, at least 
81% of the students surveyed reported visiting a social networking website and that at least 
one in five students (20%) posted comments on message boards every day.  
 
There is a paucity of data and research at the institutional level with regards to SMT.  
For example, in a 2008 survey about the use of SMT, less than 2% of Australian universities 
responded to the survey on SMT (Davies et al., 2012). The findings of a recent study by 
Matthew and Evans (2012) suggested that specific social media technologies may support and 
scaffold students in their learning. There is little doubt that students and lecturers are using 
these technologies, however, there is a real need to know how best to embrace them within 
the higher education context for meaningful teaching and learning purposes. 
 
In an attempt to better understand and respond to today’s learner, this paper will 
describe a study of first year under-graduate students who are studying a mixture of early 
childhood, primary and secondary education.  The study described in this paper is a work-in-
progress that attempts to provide recommendations for future teaching and learning practices 
that utilise new and emerging technologies such as mobile devices and social media.  
 
Research methodology and conceptual framework 
A mixed methods approach was adopted for this research. Using Creswell and Plano 
Clark’s (2011) definition and core characteristics (p.7), the study combines ‘methods, a 
philosophy and a research design orientation’. During the research, data was collected and 
analysed using both qualitative and quantitative methods. A qualitative case study 
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methodology based on Yin’s (2003) model for exploratory case study using multiple sources 
of evidence was applied in this study. The study was designed to understand how students 
entering a pre-service teacher education program used mobile devices and social media and 
the possible impact that these technologies had on their learning experiences.  More 
specifically the research draws upon the students’ experiences in a core ICT unit and their 
expectations towards ICT in their future teaching, while preparing them to use digital 
technologies in their future classrooms.  The first year pre-service teacher cohort (N=657) 
consists of a mixture of early childhood, primary and secondary pre-service teachers. The 
study employed a “wide range of interconnected interpretive practices” (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2000, p.3) to identify the use of mobile devices and social media technologies by students and 
staff through a range of surveys, interviews and focus groups to elucidate rich and meaningful 
data for analysis. Students were asked to voluntarily complete an online survey at the 
beginning of the semester and a follow up online survey at the end of the semester.  Semi-
structured interviews and focus groups were conducted with students throughout the semester.   
 
Findings and Discussion 
The online survey conducted at the beginning of the semester resulted in an 81.73% 
(N=537) response rate with the respondents being mainly female (75%) and with 87.9% of 
students indicating that they owned a smart phone and 27.4% owning a tablet device such as 
an iPad. A majority of the respondents (81.5%) were 15-22 years of age and 94.6% of the 
students had good to excellent access to the Internet. These findings would support current 
literature that suggest students use and have access to mobile devices (see Gaskell & Mills, 
2010; Goundar, 2011).  The survey further indicated that 88.3% of students are regularly or 
almost always using email and 88.3 % of students are regularly or almost always messaging 
(88.3%).  The other most popular social media technologies that were used by students 
included Facebook (87.4%), Youtube (67.3%) and Instagram (50.1%). Twitter, which is used 
by the university to stay connected with students, was used by 10.9% of students. 
 
When students were asked whether they were distracted using social media, mobile 
devices and the Internet in general, 65% of the students indicated that they were distracted 
which often led to late nights using these technologies.  In follow-up interviews students also 
indicated that they preferred lectures and tutorials later in the day as opposed to 8am lectures 
due to their late nights using these technologies.  The largest distractions identified in the data 
were Facebook with 77.84% (n=253) of students responding to the question indicating that 
this was their most common distraction.  The next highest frequency of distraction was 
YouTube.  These findings are similar to the findings where students were asked to identify the 
social media technologies that they most commonly used with the one exception of email.  No 
student responded indicating that email was a distraction for them.  Given that one of the 
highest uses of ICT was for email and messaging, these results would suggest that students 
saw email as a non-distracting tool where generally important exchanges of information 
occurred.  When students were asked how they checked their email, 71.5% indicated that they 
use their smart phone for checking email.  
 
When students were asked for reasons around why they used social media 
technologies, 75.5% of students saw the use of SMT as a social activity while 51.8% of 
students indicated that SMT gave them a sense of belonging through their interactions with 
friends and family. Social media technologies such as Facebook gave 48.9% of students a 
sense of security while 35% were neutral in their response that question. In a similar context, 
a survey of 900 students from around five countries also found that students mainly used 
social media technologies to “keep up to date” (Bridgestock, 2013).  These technologies have 
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become a very important part of the lives of these students and changed the way in which they 
communicate and interact with each other.  Testament to the importance of mobile devices 
and their connectivity, a student within the focused groups admitted that they feel lost when 
their iphone is not with them. 
 
While this was a first semester core unit, the students seemed very enthusiastic about 
the use of mobile devices in the classroom with many of the students indicating that they 
thought mobile devices in the classroom was a great idea as it allowed them to take photos or 
video of a particular procedure, concept or even notes.  It also allowed tem to access apps that 
would support class activities.  The research data collected around why students thought that 
using mobile devices in the classroom was a good idea, further indicated that students also 
wanted “quick access to knowledge” and that there were “interesting apps for everything”.   
 
When students were asked about their previous experiences using mobile devices in 
the classroom prior to entering university only 17.2% of students regularly or always used 
these devices in their schooling and 7.6% of students used wikis and 4.6% used blogs as a 
part of class activities.  However, given the low exposure to the use of these technologies in 
their previous educational experiences, when students were asked if they saw a place for 
mobile technologies in the classroom, 89.4% indicated that they should be used in the 
classroom for teaching and learning purposes.  In the follow up survey 76.4% of students also 
indicated that Facebook was able to support their studies at university, with the most common 
reason being to communicate between classmates on topics relating to their study with a 
particular emphasis on the discussion of assessment.  In many cases where group work was 
involved in their studies, students formed online Facebook groups to support their learning.   
 
Conclusion 
There is no doubt that students are using mobile devices and social media technologies 
in their every day lives, however the research findings presented here also indicate the impact 
that these technologies can have on students and the reasons why they are using them.  
Students have strongly indicated that they see a place for mobile devices and social media 
technologies in their learning and a large percentage of the students surveyed and interviewed 
used social media technologies such as Facebook to support their studies. Students find a 
sense of belonging and security through interacting with social media technologies, but are 
also easily distracted by these technologies, which in turn leads to late nights for those 
students using them.  While email is a popular technology for communicating it is not seen as 
a distraction like Facebook, Youtube or Instagram, and this would suggest that email is still a 
formal way of communicating with students and that it is seen as an official communication 
strategy.  Whether these distractions are a detrimental or advantageous distraction to a 
students learning experience is yet to be established. While Facebook may have been 
identified as a distraction, it may allow for informal clarification and social connections to 
occur which in turn supports their studies.  
 
Further research is needed into how students are distracted by the use of mobile 
devices and social media and how teaching and learning practices can be supported by these 
technologies.  These technologies are currently a part of a students’ life as they enter 
university and therefore, should be harnessed in productive ways to support and enhance their 
learning experiences. The strength of these technologies lies in their accessibility and ability 
to socially connect students and lecturers for learning that may require a new level of social 
interaction and communication, beyond the usual confined boundaries imposed by higher 
education institutions. 
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